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Abstract 
Immensely tall trunks of trees, gray, and leafless, rose up in endless succession as far as the eye could 
reach. Their roots were concealed in wide-spreading morasses .... And the strange trees seemed 
endowed with a human vitality, and waving to and fro their skeleton arms, were crying to the silent waters 
for mercy .... --Edgar Allan Poe, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket 
This dream sequence from Edgar Allan Poe’s 1838 novella serves as just one of countless examples of 
what remains a relatively understudied element of American gothic fiction: the gothic plant. Given, 
however, the increased interest in ontological questions related to nonhuman Others, particularly animals, 
theorists have begun to address plants as something more than merely green scenery upon an otherwise 
human stage. With this interest in the implications of plants within the humanistic sphere, it is especially 
productive to consider the plants represented in one of America’s most popular literary modes, the gothic. 
And plants emerge repeatedly in American gothic literature, from its most obscure to its most canonical 
texts. For example, laboring to convey the stricken mind of his ill friend, the unnamed narrator of Poe’s 
“The Fall of the House of Usher” remarks that, among a host of other peculiarities, Roderick Usher 
remained convinced “of the sentience of all vegetable things.” 
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Immensely tall trunks of trees, gray, and leafless, rose up in endless succession as far 
as the eye could reach. Their roots were concealed in wide-spreading morasses …. 
And the strange trees seemed endowed with a human vitality, and waving to and fro 
their skeleton arms, were crying to the silent waters for mercy ….1 
Edgar Allan Poe, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket 
This dream sequence from Edgar Allan Poe’s 1838 novella serves as just one of countless 
examples of what remains a relatively understudied element of American gothic fiction: the 
gothic plant. Given, however, the increased interest in ontological questions related to nonhuman 
Others, particularly animals, theorists have begun to address plants as something more than 
merely green scenery upon an otherwise human stage. With this interest in the implications of 
plants within the humanistic sphere, it is especially productive to consider the plants represented 
in one of America’s most popular literary modes, the gothic. And plants emerge repeatedly in 
American gothic literature, from its most obscure to its most canonical texts. For example, 
laboring to convey the stricken mind of his ill friend, the unnamed narrator of Poe’s “The Fall of 
the House of Usher” remarks that, among a host of other peculiarities, Roderick Usher remained 
convinced “of the sentience of all vegetable things.”2 This belief, he claims, spread beyond the 
realm of scientific conjecture and “trespassed, under certain conditions, upon the kingdom of 
inorganization” even extending to 
the gray stones of the home of his forefathers. The conditions of the sentience had been 
there, he imagined, fulfilled in the method of collocation of these stones—in the order of 
their arrangement, as well as in that of the many fungi which overspread them, and of the 
decayed trees which stood around…. Its evidence—the evidence of the sentience—was to be 
seen, … in the gradual yet certain condensation of an atmosphere of their own about the 
waters and the walls. The result was discoverable, he added, in that silent yet importunate 
and terrible influence which for centuries had moulded the destinies of his family…. 
(116) 
Poe leaves us to conjecture whether Roderick is correct in his assertion that this sentient miasma 
had played a role in the demise of the once proud Usher line. Nevertheless, given the description 
of the ancient house, it seems clear that the “rank sedges,” “ghastly tree-stems,” and (non-vegetal 
but equally non-animal) fungi bear a shadowy role in—and even a form of uncanny kinship 
with—the fate of the doomed, incestuous Usher line whose “stem…had put forth, at no period, 
any enduring branch” (111). 
Such references to both literal and metaphorical plants appear in American fiction as far back as 
Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly (1799) in which a so-called haunted Elm both becomes 
the site of a terrible and mysterious murder and functions as something of an axis mundi, 
drawing characters together and revealing their disturbing secrets. Brown returns to the trope of 
the disturbing tree in his later short story “Somnambulism” (1805), and John Neal would further 
propagate this tree in his 1822 frontier gothic novel, Logan; A Family History, in which he 
presents what amounts to an undead tree that despite “all the principles of decay—had stood 
there, like an indestructible shadow, undiminished, unshaken, unsubdued!”3 Later writers, such 
as Nathaniel Hawthorne in “Roger Malvin’s Burial” and Charles Chesnutt in “Po’ Sandy,” 
likewise present readers with uncanny and symbolically charged trees. 
“Curiously enough,” writes Michael Marder, “the absolute familiarity of plants coincides with 
their sheer strangeness, the incapacity of humans to recognize elements of ourselves in their 
forms of vegetal being, and, hence, the uncanny—strangely familiar—nature of our relation to 
them.”4 This push to reconsider the agency, iconography, and being of plants is especially 
relevant to works of nineteenth-century American gothic fiction, which so actively problematizes 
the human understanding of the universe, calling into question our comfortable partitions 
between the living and the dead, the body and the soul, the devourer and the devoured. As 
Charles Crow argues, gothic literature offers “a skeptical, ambiguous view of human nature and 
of history. The Gothic exposes the repressed, what is hidden, unspoken, deliberately forgotten, in 
the lives of individuals and of cultures.”5 So, it is perhaps no coincidence that plants, so often 
“hidden, unspoken, deliberately forgotten,” figure prominently in many influential nineteenth-
century gothic texts. 
In this chapter, I examine how select exemplars of nineteenth-century American gothic fiction 
imagine instances of what I term vegetal haunting: a condition in which plants, through their 
uncanny, alien, and seemingly transparent presence, serve as disturbing spatiotemporal markers 
of human and environmental trauma. Ultimately, I argue that plants—through their extreme 
longevity, blood-fed roots, and at times uncannily human-like traits—function as the haunted and 
the haunting, doubling for, or even incorporating, victims of trauma. 
“A Physical Curse” 
A good example of how vegetal haunting emerges in early American gothic fiction is 
Hawthorne’s “Alice Doan’s Appeal” (1835). In fact, few antebellum works of American gothic 
fiction so fully employ the trope of vegetal haunting as this story linking American cultural dread 
with the bloodstains of its Puritan past. “Alice Doan’s Appeal” is really two stories in one in that 
its narrator relates his failed attempt to impress two young women with a gothic tale set in 
Puritan-era Salem. Walking the two women to the top of Gallows Hill, which has since become a 
cow pasture, the narrator becomes frustrated when they laugh at his overwrought first attempt at 
a story. Irritated by their mirth, the narrator then succeeds in horrifying his companions with a 
second tale: the true story of how, on August 19, 1692, five accused witches were executed on 
the spot where they stood. The young women, who had laughed at his first attempt, begin to 
tremble and cry. Satisfied that his account has “reached the seldom trodden places of their 
hearts” and that “the past had done all that it could,” 6 the narrator quits his story and they 
descend Gallows Hill, noting that no memorial exists there to honor those who were killed in the 
tragedy of the witch trials. 
One of the most effective aspects of Hawthorne’s frame narrative is its reliance upon the 
physical connection between the land and its tainted human past. As became increasingly 
common in later works of American gothic fiction, that connection—that haunting—is made 
tangible through uncanny forms of plant life. The narrator’s concluding remark bemoaning the 
lack of a memorial on Gallows Hill subtly recalls the opening of the story in which Hawthorne 
actually does present us with a memorial of sorts, albeit a far different and far more suggestive 
marker than a mere statue or plaque. The narrator sets the scene in the story’s first paragraph, 
describing their destination as “a hill, which at a distance by its dark slope and the even line of its 
summit, resembled a green rampart along the road” (110). As they approach the ominous hill, it 
appears to be merely an elevated point in a cow pasture. Upon closer inspection, however, the 
narrator notes something disturbing about the vegetation on Gallow’s Hill: 
though the whole slope and summit were of a peculiarly deep green, scarce a blade of grass 
was visible from the base upward. This deceitful verdure was occasioned by a plentiful crop 
of “wood-wax,” which wears the same dark and glossy green throughout the summer, except 
at one short period, when it puts forth a profusion of yellow blossoms. At that season to a 
distant spectator, the hill appears absolutely overlaid with gold, or covered with a glory of 
sunshine…. But the curious wanderer on the hill will perceive that all the grass, and every 
thing that should nourish man or beast, has been destroyed by this vile and ineradicable 
weed: its tufted roots make the soil their own, and permit nothing else to vegetate among 
them; so that a physical curse may be said to have blasted the spot, where guilt and phrenzy 
consummated the most execrable scene, that our history blushes to record… 
(110–111) 
The wood-wax, in Hawthorne’s hands, becomes a powerful metaphor for the historical stain of 
the Puritan era. The infamous hill, tainted in human memory as the landscape upon which the 
seeds of Puritan superstition took hold and gave rise to the murder of innocents, likewise plays 
host to a “vile and ineradicable weed,” an invasive and deceptive plant that, like the poisoned 
justice of the witch trials, reveals itself upon closer inspection to be a suffocating blight, one that 
makes impossible the cultivation of “every thing that should nourish man or beast.” As Kevin 
Corstorphine contends, “If the story of the expanding frontier articulates a simple dichotomy of 
civilization against the wilderness, then the end of the frontier marks a more subtle Gothicism, 
marked by the haunting presence of the past.”7 In Hawthorne’s tale, the marker of this haunting 
past manifests as a vegetal blight upon the land, and the narrator wastes no time connecting the 
wood-wax infestation with the shame of the witch trials; they are to him “a physical curse” upon 
the very spot where the innocents met the hangman’s noose. 
Throughout the story, Hawthorne re-invokes the specter of the wood-wax as well as that of 
another gothic plant made conspicuous by its absence: to so-called death-tree that may have 
served as the gallows for the witches (113). The narrator follows his description of the wood-wax 
with the observation that “all traces of the precise spot of the executions” has been lost to time 
and that there are few “prominent marks, except the decayed stumps of two trees” (112). The 
narrator and his companions more than make up for the barrenness of the scene. Gazing down 
upon Salem, they imagine how the town must have looked so many years before, and trees are 
one of the key components of this fanciful reconstruction of old Salem. “[W]e threw, in 
imagination, a veil of deep forest over the land, and pictured a few scattered villages, and this old 
town itself a village, as when the prince of hell bore sway there” (112). With this imagined scene 
before them, the narrator then bids his two companions “sit down on a moss-grown rock, close 
by the spot where we chose to believe that the death-tree had stood” (113). 
While he relies upon a selection of descriptive conceits to make his point about the desolate and 
haunted character of Gallows Hill, Hawthorne employs two forms of vegetal haunting to set the 
scene. For both the frame story and for the narrator’s initial, failed ghost story, Hawthorne takes 
advantage of how plants serve as ways of knowing both place and time. The grass-choking 
infestation of wood-wax implies that the land itself has been ruined by the horrors of its past, and 
the narrator overtly makes that claim in case any readers miss the connection. Yet it is the loss of 
another type of plant, trees, that helps drive home the point that while so much has changed in 
Salem in the century and a half since the witch trials, the specter of the death-tree remains long 
after its physical form, and even its location, has been lost. 
Indeed, spooky trees seem much on the narrator’s mind. In his first story, he relates how an 
unsettling glaze of ice encased Salem after 
The rain of the preceding night had frozen as it fell, and, by that simple magic, had wrought 
wonders. The trees were hung with diamonds and many colored gems; the houses were 
overlaid with silver … a frigid glory was flung over all familiar things. … a man might 
shudder at the ghostly shape of his old beloved dwelling, and the shadow of a ghostly tree 
before his door. 
(117–118) 
The specter of the “ghostly tree” recalls Charles Brocken Brown’s invention of similarly spectral 
trees in Edgar Huntly and “Somnambulism: A Fragment.” Hawthorne’s haunting trees differ 
from Brown’s, however, in that they are not necessarily sign posts of an immediate danger but 
instead serve as reminders of how the place itself is rooted in a disturbing past, one that at times 
rises up from a figurative grave. Hawthorne’s uncanny trees—whether ostensibly real or merely 
fanciful—are more about the fear of a horrific past revisiting the present than about the horrors 
of the present alone. Hawthorne’s trees are, in short, more ghostly than ghastly. 
He does, however, meld these forms of vegetal haunting in the metaphorical wood-wax that has 
overtaken Gallows Hill, and Hawthorne’s portrayal of the result of this combination argues for 
an aesthetic limit to this particular vegetative conceit. His second mention of the wood-wax 
appears at the end of the narrator’s first story. As the narrator concludes his admittedly 
cumbersome and derivative tale (in which it turns out that “all the incidents were results of the 
machinations of a wizard, who had cunningly devised that Walter Brome should tempt his 
unknown sister to guilt and shame, and himself perish by the hand of his twin-brother” [120]), he 
calls upon his two female companions to imagine Alice and Leonard in a graveyard pleading for 
forgiveness from the ghost of Walter Brome. But he overplays his hand. The narrator ends his 
tale and then, hoping to elicit a frightened response from his companions, adds that “the wizard’s 
grave was close beside us, and that the wood-wax had sprouted originally from his unhallowed 
bones” (121). The women begin to laugh, and then the narrator, irritated by their reaction, does 
his best to horrify them with the true tale of the executions that occurred on that hill so long 
before. 
The women laugh at the narrator’s first story not only because of the clumsy incorporation of the 
wood-wax but also because that actual weed cannot plausibly connect to the overtly fanciful 
world of the story. As the narrator’s true story demonstrates, there is more than enough horror in 
history’s atrocities to eliminate the need for supernatural fictions. The power of the wood-wax 
that covers Gallows Hill dwells in a subtle grotesque that accompanies the reality of plant 
biology. These weeds are literally rooted in a soil spread with “The dust of martyrs” where 
“those who died so wrongfully and without a coffin or a prayer, were buried” (111). Unlike the 
poor conclusion to the narrator’s tall tale, in which the wood-wax implausibly sprang from the 
bones of a wizard, Hawthorne’s true story employs the wood-wax as both an obvious metaphor 
and as a literal botanical entity, one that has benefitted from the blood of innocents in its soil. In 
the end, Hawthorne argues in “Alice Doane’s Appeal” that vegetal haunting must have a basis in 
the real to fully satisfy its disturbing potential. His story embodies the idea that a grotesque truth, 
subtly told, trumps even the most well-spun yarn. 
“Unpruned Luxuriance” 
However, as Charles Chesnutt—the highly influential late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century African-American writer—proved, some facts are just too horrifying to tell directly. The 
author risks alienating readers with uncomfortable truths, perhaps losing the very audience most 
in need of the message. Thus, the implausible story, which follows a more circuitous path 
through the subject, often represents the best way to package information too ugly to face 
without a veil. One of Chestnutt’s most effective ways of veiling the truth of racial oppression 
was with “conjure tales.” Often packaged as something akin to plantation ghost stories, 
Chesnutt’s tales take the form of frame narratives told by the relatively stock characters of the 
Northern carpetbagger John and his servant, the elderly former-slave, Uncle Julius, who relates 
in dialect sensational stories of antebellum life in rural North Carolina. These stories also often 
include the trope of the haunting or haunted plant. These plants appear in various forms with 
some regularity, from Chestnutt’s first published efforts in the late 1890s to his 1924 return to 
the conjure tale form in “The Marked Tree,” a story that portrays a white family ostensibly 
cursed by its association with a once glorious oak tree that—even when reduced to a plantation 
stump—serves as a “tree of death” with a fatal influence upon the doomed family.8 
In some ways, the “Marked Tree” recalls Chesnutt’s first published, and probably most 
canonical, conjure tale, “The Goophered Grapevine.” This story, which appeared in 1887 in the 
Atlantic Monthly, introduces us to the characters of John and Uncle Julius and also to the conjure 
story formula in which a sometimes humorous tall tale, set against the terrible backdrop of life in 
the slave-holding South, ultimately becomes a complicated form of racial resistance. This and 
later examples of Chesnutt’s conjure tale formula hijacked the racist stereotypes common to 
works of Old Southwest humor that were popularized by white writers like Joel Chandler Harris 
and Thomas Nelson Page. Indeed, the nineteenth-century audience who read Chesnutt’s stories 
in the Atlantic Monthly would have assumed he was just another of these white humorists. This 
assumption appears to be part of Chesnutt’s literary strategy, in which he adopts the trappings of 
such racist stories to subtly redirect them. “One of the most moving features of Chesnutt’s 
work,” writes Richard H. Brodhead, “lies in his suggestion that the oppressed are never 
absolutely oppressed, and their domination is never total.”9 
The figure of Uncle Julius, the former slave turned storyteller, embodies the subtle resistance of 
the oppressed in the reconstruction South. The elderly and kindhearted Julius seems, especially 
to the culturally naïve John and Annie, a harmless, if mildly self-serving, relic of a man, whose 
ability to entertain them with his stories (coupled with a certain noblesse oblige and/or racism on 
their parts) makes Julius an amusing, and therefore, welcome presence. Despite this view by 
John and Annie (and ostensibly by the white readership of the late-nineteenth century Atlantic 
Monthly), Julius is far from a quaint and powerless figure. Like the conjure women who populate 
some of his tales, Julius is something of a conjurer himself. As Brodhead argues, 
Like the conjure woman working her roots, or distributing her gopher mixtries Julius’s 
storytelling creates a zone of reality under his imaginative control …. Casting his own kind 
of spell, the persuasion of his telling relocates his hearers’ imaginations within the mind-
managed world, where he can subject them to the counterforce of his different 
understanding.10 
And, like a conjurer with her roots, Julius, too, relies upon various plants, which prove essential 
to casting his narrative spell. Chesnutt’s first two conjure stories, “The Goophered Grapevine” in 
1887 and “Po’ Sandy,” which was also published in the Atlantic Monthly the following year, 
display a reliance upon vegetal haunting as a vector for the grotesque. 
In “The Goophered Grapevine” (the term goophered being local vernacular for cursed), Julius 
first meets John and Annie, a relatively affluent couple from Ohio, who, upon the advice of 
Annie’s doctor, hope to move to a climate more agreeable to her health. John also wants to buy a 
farm where he can continue his grape-culture business. North Carolina seems a good bet 
because, as John relates, “the climate was perfect for health, and, in conjunction with the soil, 
ideal for grape culture; labor was cheap, and land could be bought for a mere song.”11 The run-
down old McAdoo plantation, where Julius has lived his entire life, seems just about right. It 
even has its own Southern gothic vineyard: 
The vines—here partly supported by decayed and broken-down trellises, there twining 
themselves among the branches of the slender saplings which had sprung up among them—
grew in wild and unpruned luxuriance, and the few scattered grapes they bore were the 
undisputed prey of the first comer. 
(33) 
When John and Annie visit the old McAdoo farm, they find Uncle Julius sitting on a log next to 
this untended vineyard, enjoying a feast of grapes. In characteristically racist fashion, John—
who narrates the frame portion of each conjure tale—notes that the color of the elderly Julius’s 
skin and his hair seem “not entirely black” and that “There was a shrewdness in his eyes, too, 
which was not altogether African, and which, as we afterwards learned from experience, was 
indicative of a corresponding shrewdness in his character” (34). John’s reading of Julius’s body 
actually tells us more about John than anything else, and we learn that he is quick to assign an 
identity to Julius based merely upon an established racial type. In short, John is given to typical 
racist ways of thinking, even if he is draped in a self-conscious brand of Northern superiority. 
For John, Uncle Julius is, like the vineyard itself, a neglected relic of a more prosperous time at 
the old McAdoo farm. As a result, John (who Chesnutt probably modeled after many white 
Northerners at the time) goes about life blinded by a combination of racist and romanticized 
thinking, and part of Julius’s so-called shrewdness resides in his ability to take advantage of this 
fact. 
Thus, John subconsciously associates former slaves with the other elements of the run-down 
plantation. Julius, who upon their first meeting is conveniently placed beside the vineyard, 
becomes intimately connected to it. To John, both the former slave and the vineyard occupy a 
state of wasteful idleness: they have literally and figuratively taken on an unkempt state in the 
absence of a white man’s control. This linking of Julius to the vineyard is carried to the point that 
John’s portrayal of Julius subtly mirrors the vines themselves, as when he describes Julius’s hair 
as “about six inches long and very bushy” (34). Julius, who—sitting on a log, eating the 
grapes—seems fairly content with the status quo, does his best to dissuade John and Annie from 
buying the old farm. He tells them “‘f I ‘uz in yo’ place, I wouldn’ buy dis vimya’d” (35). 
Pressed for an explanation, Julius proclaims, “dis yer ole vimya’d is goophered.” After 
explaining that the term means “cunju’d, bewitch,’” Julius spins a tale of how Dugal McAdoo, to 
keep his slaves from eating the grapes, hires Aunt Peggy, a powerful conjure woman, to curse 
the vine so that anyone who eats its grapes will die within a year. In the following months, a 
couple of slaves apparently die from the curse. 
But when Henry, a slave from a neighboring plantation, unknowingly eats grapes from the 
cursed vine, Aunt Peggy does what she can to save him. She gives Henry some medicine but 
warns him that “w’en de sap begin ter rise in de grapevimes he ha’ ter come en see her ag’in” 
(38). When Henry returns, Aunt Peggy tells him to anoint his bald head each year with the sap of 
the newly pruned grapevine and the goopher will not kill him. He follows her instructions, and it 
seems to work, but as a result of this partial remedy, Henry’s body comes to mirror the state of 
the grapevine itself. Henry—who was not a young man—begins to grow a vigorous head of hair, 
which curls into little ball-like shapes when the vine produces grapes. He also enjoys something 
of a new youth in that over the summer, he loses the stiffness in his joints and becomes as spry as 
a young man (38–39). With the onset of fall, Henry’s vitality declines in tandem with that of the 
grapevine until he is again elderly. The cycle repeats the next year, and McAdoo realizes he can 
make money by selling Henry in the spring while at the height of his seasonal vigor and 
repurchasing him in the fall when the duped party fears a declining Henry is dying. In the end, 
McAdoo himself falls prey to a “Yankee” conman who promises he can make the vineyard 
produce twice as many grapes. In actuality, the conman’s actions result in the near destruction of 
the vine, and Julius relates, “when de big vime whar he [Henry] got de sap ter ‘n’int his head 
withered en turned yaller en died, Henry died too” (42). John closes the frame tale by stating that 
he bought the farm anyway, that his grape business was a great success, and that Julius, who had 
previously lived on the farm in an old cabin and made a living selling grapes, was now employed 
as his coachman. 
Chesnutt employs this bizarre story of how the life of a cursed plant becomes intimately linked 
with the life of a slave to illustrate how chattel slavery worked as a system of oppression that 
dehumanized the slaves while also contributing to the demise of the slave owners themselves. As 
Brodhead argues, Julius crafts a tale that “shows this believer in the naturalness of private 
property the process by which naturally growing things (grapes and men) get made over into 
private property, and their vitality made into the source of someone else’s profit.”12 Chesnutt 
finds this vegetative trope so instructive that he repeats it in what is probably his second most 
canonical tale, “Po’ Sandy,” in which the slave, Sandy, has his lover, the conjure woman Tenie, 
change him into a tree so that he will be able to stay close to her while also escaping the horrors 
of slavery.13 Another hint of a plant-human hybrid emerges in “The Dumb Witness” in the slave 
called Viney who, in addition to her obviously botanical name, betrays something of a vegetal-
like character in that she becomes a silent figure, refusing to speak for years as a form of 
vengeance against her oppressors.14 In each of these stories, plant imagery functions as a way of 
highlighting how slavery and racism pervert personhood and freedom while also haunting the 
present day as a reminder—rooted in the very soil—of how oppression remains a dehumanizing 
curse. Addressing the nuanced cultural implications of the rootedness of plants, Michael Marder 
writes, 
On the one hand, both colloquial and philosophical discourses associate the rooted mode of 
being with immobility and captivity, but, on the other, the perceived indifference of plants 
interlaces their freedom with human liberty in the domains of ethics, aesthetics, and religion. 
Despite their undeniable embeddedness in the environment, plants embody the kind of 
detachment human beings dream of in their own transcendent aspiration to the other, Beauty, 
or divinity.15 
Marder’s take on the “embeddedness” of plants explains how these living but decidedly 
nonhuman entities evoke a form of transcendent liberty. It also illuminates how plants work as 
emblems of and vectors for freedom, which provides insight into how they function in another 
late nineteenth-century literary moment: the flowering of the “Female Gothic.” 
“A Knitted Wall of Stem and Leaf” 
By the end of the nineteenth century, American literary culture had interwoven the romantic 
gothic threads, exemplified by the works of Hawthorne, Poe, and Melville, with an emergent 
realism. Rather than entirely sloughing off the familiar rRomantic concerns about the threats 
inherent in an ambiguously haunted, spiritualized natural world, these later works melded the 
concept of dark nature with a no less disturbing amoral natural world. It is in the writings of 
American women at this time that we find a pronounced attention to the ways that the world of 
plants intersects with and informs a range of social ills that darken the human realm. 
In examining how the concept of personhood applies to plants across a variety of human 
cultures, Matthew Hall writes, “Stories of transformation and metamorphosis recognize plants 
(and other beings) as volitional, communicative subjects.”16 This recognition is central to Hall’s 
larger argument that Western culture’s dualistic view of nature, separating it into us versus them, 
along with the attendant hierarchy of being that places humanity at the top and plants and other 
so-called lower life-forms at the bottom, is intrinsically flawed and to blame for many of our 
present-day environmental crises. Hall argues that recognizing plants as persons serves as a step 
toward remedying this dysfunctional environmental view. Drawing together a variety of 
Buddhist and indigenous concepts, Hall arrives at a holistic environmental conception of the 
inter-relatedness of all life, one that sheds socially constructed hierarchies for a more 
ecologically nuanced view: “From a basis that all beings are related, many Indigenous peoples 
regard plants as beings that possess awareness, intelligence, volition, and communication. Plants 
are recognized as beings that are capable of flourishing and of being harmed.”17 
While Hall does not have ecogothic literature in mind, his argument for the connections between 
personhood and plant life is especially instructive when applied to the flourishing of women’s 
gothic fiction that occurred as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth. Texts such as 
Sarah Orne Jewett’s 1900 story “The Foreigner” (“She taught me a sight o’ things about herbs … 
she was well acquainted with the virtues of plants”) and Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s 1909 tale 
“Old Woman Magoun” (“Lily picked some of the deadly nightshade berries and ate them. ‘Why 
they are real sweet,’ she said”) represent a claiming of the gothic by women writers who viewed 
the mode as a powerful vector for potent social and feminist criticism.18 
One work of plant-infused female ecogothic that almost certainly had an impact upon those early 
twentieth-century women writers in particular was Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Giant 
Wisteria.” Published in 1891, a year before her more famous “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” 
Gilman’s story opens with what is actually a flashback to the tragedy of a young unwed mother. 
This young woman’s Puritan family (who have also brought a small wisteria plant over from 
England) intends to punish her for her infidelities by forcing her to abandon her child and wed an 
abusive cousin back in England. With the fate of the mother and her child unresolved, Gilman 
fast-forwards over a century later to a trio of young, upper-class couples who decide it will be 
fun to spend their summer renting the now decaying house where the long-forgotten young 
mother from the opening of the tale overheard her family’s sinister plans. What ensues is a story 
of how the oppression of women has become thoroughly entangled with and incorporated into 
the American social structure, and key to this lesson is the wisteria plant itself, a transplant from 
England that has entwined and rooted itself firmly into the figurative late nineteenth-century 
American home. 
The wisteria plant, in ways similar to the yellow wallpaper of Gilman’s more famous story, 
becomes a complex metaphor for the oppression of women and the ways that oppression has 
become so common, so internalized, that it becomes essentially invisible. In the story, the 
wisteria vine has, over the years, become omnipresent. This symbol of the sexist oppression that 
came over the Atlantic with the Puritan colonists and that began as merely a small transplanted 
vine has—by the time of the story proper—grown into “A huge Wisteria vine [that] covered the 
whole front of the house” and “fenced in all the upper story of the porch with a knitted wall of 
stem and leaf.”19 The young couples hire men to renovate some portions of the house practically 
held up by the vines of the wisteria and—with the aid of some eerie dreams in which they 
encounter a ghost who leads them to a well—uncover the ancient bones of a baby in the well 
bucket. At virtually the same moment, the workmen uncover the skeletal remains of the child’s 
mother entwined in the roots of the massive wisteria (392). In a way, the wisteria of this story 
represents a stage in Gilman’s development of a tangled imagery of feminine oppression that 
factors more subtly into “The Yellow Wall-Paper” where the titular wall-covering takes on “a 
florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus,” and the increasingly unhinged narrator contends 
that the wallpaper takes on the appearance of “a toadstool in joints, an interminable string of 
toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions.”20 The wallpaper, like its wisteria 
vine predecessor, comes alive for the narrator. who sees within it a maddening scene in which 
“strangled heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek with derision!”21 
Like the shrieking fungi of “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” Gilman’s vine functions both as an 
emblem of an oppressive past and as reminder that the present is still inextricably bound within 
that oppressive structure. 
Marder writes, “If animals have suffered marginalization throughout the history of Western 
thought, then non-human, non-animal living beings, such as plants, have populated the margin of 
the margin, the zone of absolute obscurity undetectable on the radars of our conceptualities.”22 
He goes on to argue that humanity needs to pay attention to plants, to consider these 
marginalized organisms, and to grant them the same ontological considerations as animals, 
including humans. Of course, this approach challenges the conventional Western practice of 
essentially ignoring vegetal beings. Indeed, we have so thoroughly reduced our considerations of 
plants that we find it difficult to think of them except in terms of how they serve our physical or 
aesthetic needs. In humanity’s post-agrarian calculus, plants are either useful or weeds. 
This conjoined simplification and marginalization of vegetal beings helps explain why Marder’s 
concept of “plant-thinking” subtly conveys a portrait of the plant as an entity made uncanny by a 
combination of commonality and extreme Otherness. In defining “plant-thinking,” Marder 
argues that in addition to the “non-cognitive, non-intentional, and non-imagistic mode of 
thinking proper to plants” and the act of “human thinking about plants,” the term also denotes 
“how human thinking is, to some extent, de-humanized and rendered plant-like, altered by its 
encounter with the vegetal world.” These ways of plant-thinking meld to create “the ongoing 
symbiotic relation between this transfigured thinking and the existence of plants.” The idea of 
the plant then affects our thinking to the degree that “reproducing or recreating the plant in 
imagination… [partakes] of the reproductive potential of vegetation itself.”23 This concept of 
vegetal ontology applies particularly well to the literary portrayal of plants, especially in the 
gothic mode, because it invokes the plant’s uncanny character as exceedingly familiar while also 
inaccessibly Other. The result is a vegetal uncanny that, once recognized, emerges repeatedly 
and with rich implications throughout the American gothic tradition. 
Gothic plants of all kinds emerge throughout nineteenth-century American fiction, and when we 
look at them, when we focus on the darkness within the green, we find that these literary plants 
are far more than just inanimate scenery—they are sites of trauma, markers of oppression, 
uncanny organisms, spectral figures. Often, they haunt our imagination in ways that reveal fears 
that emerge not only from cultural anxieties but also from unsettling biological realities, such as 
the inevitability of our eventual decomposition into the very soil and from there into the plants 
themselves. Thus, for too long, we have underestimated the literary importance of the imagined 
plant. With the rise of animal studies, it is now a good time to begin a reappraisal of the vegetal 
beings in early American gothic fiction, which, over the last two centuries, has done so much to 
influence our culture. 
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